Perspective Digest
Volume 8

Number 3

Article 24

7-1-2003

Big Questions From a Little Island
William Richardson
Andrews University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd

Recommended Citation
Richardson, William (2003) "Big Questions From a Little Island," Perspective Digest: Vol. 8 : No. 3 , Article
24.
Available at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol8/iss3/24

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Adventist Theological Society at Digital Commons @
Andrews University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Perspective Digest by an authorized editor of Digital
Commons @ Andrews University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu.

Richardson: Big Questions From a Little Island

BY

W I L L I A M

R I C H A R D S O N

*

Just how far can we go in adapting the gospel
to non-Christian religions? Is there a Bible answer?

P

Do other scriptures contain truth?

ut 1,000 people on an uninhabited island. Assume they
have had no religious instruction. No church, no synagogue, no mosque. Give the
populace access to a library and
Internet. Put them through the usual
rigors of life. Likelihood is, if you
were to visit the island 10 years later,
you’d find several religious edifices,
each of which, within three generations, would be subdivided into
competing segments. And within
each segment would be further
strands of theological sub-certitudes.
Now, put a Seventh-day Adventist
missionary on the island. From
where? North or South America?
Africa? Germany? The U.S. East

30

Coast? The West? What difference
does it make? Haven’t the Sabbath
school lessons pretty well homogenized the Adventist world family? Of
course, we reputedly have liberal
the
churches, conservative churches,
charismatic churches. . . . And liberals and conservatives among our
theologians. Just how would we
make certain our missionary and the
church are singing on the same
page?—let alone witness successfully
to the islanders?
As for the projection of religious
diversity on the island, keep in mind *
* William Richardson is Dean of the
College of Arts and Sciences at Andrews University in Berrien Springs,
Michigan.
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that humans are incurably religious.
Wherever there are people, there,
too, is religion. Humans everywhere
reach out to some Great Unknown.
Over the centuries, literally thousands of religious groups have developed, often so influenced by the
local culture that the line between
religion and culture can hardly be
drawn. Even within our church the
degree to which the gospel message
can be adapted to or by culture is
debated.
The answers would have a great
deal to do with the success or failure
of our missionary. Say that the dominant group on the island has developed a tolerant Eastern religions
approach to membership. Adherents
may hold varying ideas within a
broad landscape of beliefs. They will
be quick to detect the narrow attitude that allows no changes or additions to our 27 propositional statements, let alone the assertion that
heaven has only one door. How
should our missionary respond to a
local prophet? Should he read and
refer to the island’s sacred books?
Could he expect to find at least

smatterings of truth in them? At
what point should he assert the
authority of the Bible? What would
be the litmus distinguishing it from
the island’s scriptures?
The Author and His Book
As good Adventists, we turn to the
Bible for answers, only to find that it
leaves us with questions. To start
with, which version should we consult? (If the answer is vehement,
count on the answer being “The King
James! What else!”) While pointing us
to God as its author, the Bible reflects
the characteristics and the style of its
(sometimes all too) human writers.
The truths revealed are all given by
“inspiration of God” (2 Tim. 3:16);
yet they are expressed in the words of
human beings. Through the Holy
Spirit, the Infinite One has projected
light into the minds of humanity. To
his servants he has sent dreams and
visions, symbols and figures; and the
recipients, prompted by the same
Spirit, have expressed the thought
through their own vocabulary in their
own language.
Turn to non-Christian writings,
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Emi Gat Sikmun
The Adventist missionary listened as the native pastor explained why he had not cared for
his usual church duties during the
week. He had been busy cooking,
washing, and cleaning. “ Has your
wife been sick?” the missionary
inquired. “ Emi gat sikmun” [She
has her monthly period]. He
explained that tribal tradition and
Scripture forbad his wife from
doing these duties during menstru-

I

ation. His authority: Leviticus 15:
19-33. “These verses do not apply
to Christians in the modern era,”

J the missionary explained.
“Tasol, lo bilong ol sikmun meri
emi stap klostu long lo bilong klin
na doti kaikai,” the native minister
responded [But the law regarding

* menstruating women is in close
• proximity to the law concerning
clean and unclean foods.]

■Kf-

This occasion, says the mis-

sionary, was only the first of many
times that he was challenged to
consider that God intends his
Word to speak in many cultural
contexts.

and you’ll find concepts that mirror
the Bible’s poetry, its morals, and
even its Author. Now, if Christ were
only a good man or even a religious
genius, the Bible would qualify as
just another history book. But if its
outrageous claims about him are
true— he pre-existed with God
(John 1:1), is equal with God (Phil.
2:6; Col. 1:19), and created the
world (Heb. 1:2)— then the Bible
accounts transcend the simply historical. Consequently, any conclusion we reach about the authority of
the Bible is inextricably linked with
the authenticity of Christ as Lord.
The Author and his Book stand or
fall together.
The Christ Story
Clearly, both Old and New Testament writers are preoccupied with
telling the Christ story. Old Testament prophets wrote in anticipation
of the promised Messiah; New Testament writers confirm his ministry as
“the Christ, the Son of the living
God” (Matt. 16:16, NIV). Again,
faith in Christ as Saviour and Lord is
linked with the authority of his written Word, the primary purpose of
which is to witness to his identity.
That the Bible’s standards of morality and behavior can be found in
non-Christian writings is pointless,
so far as authenticating the latter is
concerned. All non-biblical writings
have a vacuum at the crucial point of
sin and salvation.

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 2003

3

Perspective Digest, Vol. 8 [2003], No. 3, Art. 24
Uncommon Ground?
Let it be said here: For purposes of
kindness, compassion, and gentleness, there is value in acknowledging
areas of common ground between
Christianity and other religions. Or,
even more specifically, between
Adventists and other religions. For
example, a Moslem might be expected to respond with respect to a
church whose members do not use
alcohol or eat unclean meats, and
who do take their religion seriously.
Similar areas of agreement can be
found with virtually all religions. But
it is the uncommon ground of the
deity of Christ that makes the Bible
hard for non-Christians to accept. As
Lewis M. Hopfe, a specialist in world
religions, says:
“The purpose of Scripture is identical with the purpose of revelation
itself: to witness to Jesus as the Christ

(2 Tim. 3:15). It is not an almanac of
sundry information, nor a book of
historical curiosities. It is at heart
Christocentric. He is the hub of its
message, and the fulfillment of its
hope (Acts 17:2, 3; 28:23) ”J Further,
Christians are charged to “Go ye
therefore, and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them.” Other religions may have an evangelistic zeal
about the importance of their beliefs
and behavior, but only Christianity
hammers away at the devastating
problem of sin. And it doesn’t stammer in offering the only solution:
“There is none other name under
heaven... whereby we must be saved”
(Acts 4:12, KJV). The corollary: Apart
from Christ, all is lost—eternally lost.
The Non-negotiable
Other religions teach how to live
peaceably with others and how to

Knock Knock
In his book C ustom s a n d Culture, the late Eugene Nida of the
American Bible Society describes how a literal translation of biblical passages may convey misleading connotations to certain
African tribes. For example, the Kpelle of Liberia view the placing
of palm branches in Jesus’ path (Matt. 21:8) as an insult, since
their culture requires that all leaves be cleared from the path of any
dignitary. The Zanaki of Tanganyika would regard Jesus’ knocking
at a door (Rev. 3:20) as strange, since in their culture honest men
call aloud at the door and the only ones who knock are thieves.
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Culture Shock
Culture describes the distinctive way of life of a given society,
including such things as values, manners, morals, and artifacts.
Culture embraces behavior, traditional ideas and their values, as
transmitted entire to children and adults who become members of
the society. It embraces not only arts and sciences, religions and
societies, but even the small, intimate habits of daily life, such as
the way of preparing or eating food, or of hushing a child to
sleep. We seldom think consciously of our own culture, nor do we
often question it; for we assume it must be correct— until we are
exposed to other cultures and perhaps for the first time experience the awesome revelation called “ culture shock.”

please God by appropriate behavior.
They teach how to escape the endless
drudgery of reincarnations. Christianity, in a message both comprehensive and unique, teaches that
hum an history had a beautiful
beginning but developed a fatal sin
problem. The solution to the problem is the Christ event and the final
eradication of evil. This message is
comprehensive and unique. Consequently, Christians do not believe
their message to be simply one
among others or even the best of the
options to be found in the religious
marketplace. Given that our message
is to reach people where they are,
how can we do so while preserving
those aspects of the gospel message
that we consider not only unique but
also non-negotiable?

This question assumes that we
have agreed on what is truly global
and non-negotiable on the one
hand and what is cultural and subject to accom m odation on the
other. Since Paul apparently faced
this issue in his century’s religious
marketplace, we might expect him
to have left us a concise list of “testing truths,” about which neither he
nor we would compromise. Alas, he
left no such list. Consequently,
assuming Paul to be nevertheless
our hero of Global Mission, and
assuming further an agreement
about the authority of Scripture, we
must decide just how to present our
27 statements of fundam ental
beliefs. What common ground, if
any, do we occupy? Any accommodation on Paul’s part was clearly a

34 University, 2003
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means to a well-defined end: “I have
become all things to all men, that I
might by all means save some” (1
Cor. 9:22, NKJV). Here we find a
start on the non-negotiable: We
must, like Paul, keep the crucified
and resurrected Christ at the center
of our mission. However, as we shall
see, difficult choices face us as we
seek to arrive at the finish line with
the most souls in tow.
Saving the “ians”
But is Paul really the evangelist
from whom we should seek wisdom?
Isn’t this the non-ATS member who
strayed too far from the straight and
narrow in his attempts to evangelize
the Athenians? Did he not later have
to repent of his ill-advised attempt
to meet them on their own theological playing field?
This scenario is familiar to
Adventists because of a brief paragraph in the Acts of the Apostles.
Describing Paul’s reflections on his
work in Athens, Ellen White observes that there “he had met logic
with logic, science with science, philosophy with philosophy.” As he
reflected on this approach, and
“realized that his teaching in Athens
had been productive of but little
fruit, he decided to follow another
plan of labor in Corinth, in his
efforts to arrest the attention of the
careless and the indifferent.”2
Back to the Athens crusade: Since
Athenians and Corinthians and all

A Logical Conclusion?
Travelers do well to learn something of a culture before visiting.
Examples: Giving an “A-OK” sign is a
friendly gesture in America; in Brazil,
however, a church official pulled a
General Conference visitor off the
platform after he had done so twice,
in response to points well made.
“That is a very vulgar gesture here,”
he was told. In some countries a “V”
for “Victory” gesture is vulgar if the
hand is turned the wrong way. In
another country, it is most impolite to
accept an invitation until it is offered
-

three times. The gesture may be

intended only to let the visitor know
what the one offering it would like to
do if he could afford it. In some
countries it is important that a gift be
given or received with both hands. In
Buddhist societies a person who
receives a gift does not express
thanks; the giver, it is believed,
receives merit through giving and
thus should be the one to be thankful. |
Is it to be wondered that what one
society considers a logical conclusion
from Scripture may be considered
most illogical in another?
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At the C rossroads
Eugene Nida points out that many non-Western societies find it
easier than Westerners to understand the original connotations of
Scripture. He comments: “The selection of the Jewish people can
be understood in some measure on the basis that God chose to
reveal Himself through a people who, there at the crossroads of so
many cultural influences at that point in world history, possessed a
culture with greater similarities to a greater number of other cultures than has existed at any other time in the history of mankind .” — M essage a n d

M
ison,1954, p. 49.

Athenians must continue to be the
painful paradigm that instructs us.
Paul moved his hearers quickly to
the not-so-congenial but crucial
issue of the Resurrection. Not surprisingly, the attrition rate was high.
Somewhat as it is today when an
evangelist turns to the testing truths.

other “ians” can be saved only when
they hear and accept “Jesus Christ
and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2, NIV),
it is obvious that Pauls concessions to
Athenian cultural and religious sensitivities came early. Even then, the
results were not what an Adventist
evangelist would advertise around the
conference office (see Acts 17:34). It
should be remembered, however, that
at this stage in Paul’s evangelistic
career, it was not uncommon for him
to be run out of town not long after
opening night. We might expect,
then, that under the best of circumstances, his baptismal count would
not, in our day, land him the lead role
on a downlink venture.
Should we then conclude that
adapting our approach to other religions is unwise? Not at all. Our
approach must ever be guided by
prayerful wisdom. Paul and the

The Slippery Slope
In our witness to non-Christians, presenting the Bible as the
final authority on all religious matters is crucial, for the story of Jesus
and the authority of the Bible are
inseparable. However, in seeking to
be “all things to all people,” we may
peruse and discuss their scriptures.
Through the centuries, God has witnessed through all kinds of people
and events to make himself and his
message understood. In other scriptures one may find smatterings of

36
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truth that may constitute inspired
pieces of a larger puzzle. But only in
Gods Word can one find the whole
body of knowledge about God and
his plan for saving the lost race.
In speaking of the messianic anticipation prior to Christs first coming,
Ellen White clearly refers to divine
knowledge dispensed to and through
prophets in unexpected places. Outside the Jewish nation were seekers of
truth who predicted the appearance
of a divine instructor. And because
they sought, to them was imparted
the spirit of inspiration. One after
another, like stars in the darkened
heavens, such teachers arose. Their
prophetic words kindled hope in the
hearts of thousands of the Gentile
world. Certainly, then, we must
approach partial truths with respect,
as we point seekers to the Book of the
one who was himself “The way and
the truth and the life5” (John 14:6,
NIV). And we must approach the
seekers with patience, as the Spirit
impresses hearts and minds in his
own time and way.
Challenging Brush Strokes
The foregoing leads us to challenging questions: Are we Adventist
Christians the only ones who have
good seed to sow? And if the answer is
No, isn’t it slippery-slope dangerous
to acknowledge that divine messages
have come through a wide variety of
human instruments? Perhaps so, but
history allows no other conclusion.

For example, God communicated bits
and pieces of his wishes through the
pagan Nebuchadnezzar, through the
renegade Balaam, and even through
the lips of the unprincipled Caiaphas
(John 11:51).
Admittedly, these were only brush
strokes on a much larger picture. But

When a M issionary’s Slip Shows
What is sexually provocative in
one society may not be so in another. The Yapese in Micronesia consider uncovered breasts of women
quite proper, while bare legs are a
sign of immodesty. When missionaries urged that women in the Ngbaka
church in northern Congo wear
blouses, an elder protested that in
their area only prostitutes dressed in
such a manner— only they could
afford such garments.

even today, other sources of spiritual
instruction—the Qur’an is one—add
harmonizing details. The Bible, as no
other revelation, offers a view of the
whole cosmic landscape. Muslims
and others must be confronted with
the core question of all religion: How
can humans find acceptance with
God? The answer, of course, is

37
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through Christ. To the degree that
non-Christian sacred writings do not
detract from the Christ story, they can
be viewed as instructive. Such writings, however, cannot be regarded as
alternate paths that, on their own,
lead to eternal life. And to the degree
that they differ with, or are hostile to,
the Christ story, they must be confronted with the Bible, God’s authoritative Word.
Time of Ignorance
To acknowledge harm onizing
details is one thing; to assert corrective value is another. But it is so. Extra-biblical writings have brought
clarification, and even served as a
corrective, to erroneous Christian
practices. Not that the biblical message was wrong, but that it was not
being followed. An example is the
Islamic emphasis on the absolute
sovereignty and oneness of Allah.
When Muhammad came on camera
in the seventh century, Middle Eastern Christianity was in a sorry state.
Disputes over the nature of Christ,
the Trinity, Mariolatry, relics, and
prayers for the dead had fragmented the Christian witness. The
biblical revelation of God’s nature
and character was subverted by the
very organization that professed to
be his church, his instrument of salvation.
Says Kenneth Oster: “The virtual
polytheism to which the Byzantine
Church had fallen heir made nomi-

nal Christianity little better than the
pagans of Arabia during the period
known by Arab historians as the
Jahiliyah days, usually rendered
Time of ignorance.’”3
Again we confront the issue of
scriptural authority. Although the
various writers of the Bible each presented only pieces of the divine puzzle, each piece was tied to the other
with a divine thread. Accordingly,
since the authority of Scripture
extends throughout its entirety, those
passages that speak of Christ being
“in the form of God” and even “equal
with God” (Phil. 2:6, NKJV), must be
accepted as true. Given Muslims’ low
view of Jesus, both the Bible, as a
whole, and the Qur’an as a whole,
cannot be authoritative. It is either/or.
The Only Safe Course
So what do we say to our missionary on the island? As to whether
bits and pieces of any extra-biblical
religious source books can be called
inspired, we can respond only, “How
does it compare with the Bible?” We
simply have no other sieve through
which to screen out error. Anyone
can say, as did the false prophets of
old, “T have dreamed!”’ (Jer. 23:25,
NKJV), and no one can effectively
dispute such a personal experience.
But the biblical canon, which has
withstood centuries of intense
scrutiny by friend and foe alike,
remains the only source of the
Christ story and thus the only safe
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standard by which to judge all other
stories. When other writings agree
with and strengthen the truth about
God and his message of salvation in
Christ, let us welcome them. Whatever assists in the proclamation of
Christ (Phil. 1:15-17) let us encourage. Whatever detracts from that
proclamation, we must reject; but
not always immediately, and always
graciously.
As to when the “outrageous
claims” about Christ should be pre-

THE

ILLOGIC

OF

sented, and what version of the Bible
should be used in doing so, let’s leave
that up to him.
□
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THE

UNWINNABLE

w

| f e must be prepared to exercise

patience while the Spirit impresses hearts and minds in his way and in his
time. Paul, who likely was not known for his patience, clearly acknowledged the limits of cool rationality when he reminded the Corinthian
believers that preaching was really just so much “foolishness” to many of
his hearers.
His example helps us see that we don’t give up the battle just because
from the standpoint of logic it is unwinnable. Rather, our commission
remains unchanged, whatever the odds. No matter how “foolish” or difficult it may seem, telling the gospel story is still the method through which
God has chosen to appeal, and even to save “them that believe” (1 Cor. 1:21,
KJV). As Paul told the Corinthians, he planted and Apollos watered, “but
God gave the growth” (1 Cor. 3:6, NRSV).— W illia m Richardson.
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